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About  Peer  Support 


Peer  Support  is  the  best  thing  that  has  ever  happened  to  me! 

(Team  Member) 


1.  What  Is  Peer  Support? 

People  helping  people! 

Peer  Support  is  founded  on  friendship.  It's  people  helping  people  and  it's 
peers  supporting  one  another  in  positive  ways.  Peer  Support  gives 
people  the  chance  to  develop  themselves  and  support  one  another. 


“Peer  Support  to  me  is  helping  your  friends.”  (Team  Member) 


Peer  Support  is  Peer  Driven! 

■ A unique  feature  of  Peer  Support  Programs  is  involvement  of  team 
members  in  identifying  their  school/community's  needs  and  in 
planning  and  implementing  activities  designed  to  address  those 
needs.  It  is  a program  run  by  peers  for  peers  and  is  an  excellent  way 
to  encourage  and  assist  youth. 

■ Peer  Support  is  a program  based  on  the  fact  that,  in  times  when  they 
need  help,  people  naturally  turn  to  others  with  similar  experiences  or 
of  similar  age. 


What's  in  a Name? 

The  name  "Peer  Support"  was  chosen  by  the  first  peer-helping  school- 
based  programs  and  their  AADAC  partners  in  Central  Alberta  to 
emphasize  the  SUPPORT  and  FRIENDSHIP  roles  that  peers  play. 


2.  What  Issues  Does  Peer  Support  Help  You 
Manage? 

Issues  which  have  been  identified  by  Peer  Support  Teams  as  being 
important  include: 

■ making  and  keeping  friends; 

■ performing  well  at  school; 

■ dealing  with  loneliness; 

■ overcoming  boredom; 

■ understanding  and  expressing  feelings; 

■ dealing  with  alcohol/drugs; 

■ getting  and  keeping  jobs; 

■ getting  along  with  parents  and  family;  and 

■ handling  peer  pressure. 


“ Through  Peer  Support  I learned  how  to  deal  with  problems,  divorce  and 
abuse . (Christy,  15  years  old! 


Peer  Support  is  a way  to  address  these  and  other  issues,  depending 
upon  the  needs  of  each  team,  school,  community,  and  individual 
involved.  A peer-driven  program  begins  with  the  team  identifying 
pressing  issues. 


“Students  often  do  a lot  better  job  than  us  adults 

(Dave  Boyle,  facilitator) 


3.  Where  Did  Peer  Support  Come  from? 

Peer  Support,  as  it  is  known  in  Alberta,  has  always  involved 
partnerships.  It  began  in  the  early  1980s  as  a result  of  schools  and 
AADAC  working  together  to  find  ways  to  build  esteem  and  competence 
among  youth.  Together,  AADAC  and  the  schools  searched  to  find  ways 
to  prevent  drug  abuse.  The  concept  of  peer  programs  that  developed  in 
Alberta  grew  largely  out  of  the  work  of  one  of  Canada's  key  peer 
counselling  experts,  Rey  Carr,  and  other  work  by  the  University  of 
Victoria. 

Throughout  the  province,  AADAC  has  worked  closely  with  teams  by 
helping  them  to  start  Peer  Support  Programs,  by  providing  resources,  by 
assisting  with  training  of  facilitators/leaders  and  teams,  and  by 
encouraging  teams  to  network  with  each  other. 


4.  Program  Goals 


Peer  Support  Program  Goals: 


■ to  encourage  students  to  be  independent  and  make  responsible 
decisions; 

■ to  create  opportunities  in  which  experiences  may  be  used  to  gain 
competence  and  confidence; 

■ to  encourage  use  of  the  support  of  peer  groups  to  develop  skills  to 
manage  difficult  situations; 

■ to  involve  peer  groups  in  identifying  and  meeting  their  own  needs; 

■ to  support  peer  groups  in  addressing  substance  abuse  and  in  leading 
lives  free  from  substance  abuse  problems  and  problem  gambling; 
and 

■ to  help  create  a positive,  supportive  and  caring  environment. 


Peer  Support  gives  people  the  chance  to  feel  they  can  make  a difference. 


5.  What  Are  the  Benefits  of  Peer  Support 
Programs? 

What  are  the  benefits  for  peers  within  the  organization? 

People  affected  by  the  Peer  Support  Team  will  benefit  from  the  positive 

influence  and  leadership  provided  by  the  program.  These  benefits 

include: 

■ the  freedom  to  express  feelings  and  openly  communicate  concerns; 

■ more  understanding  of  themselves  and  how  they  interact  with  those 
around  them; 

■ the  realization  that  the  problems  they  face  and  the  feelings  they 
have  are  shared  by  others; 

■ support  in  resolving  or  coping  with  problems;  and 

■ increased  knowledge  about  a variety  of  issues,  depending  upon 
what  the  team  identifies  as  issues  needing  to  be  addressed. 


“Peer  Support  prepared  me  for  life.”  (Brenda,  17  years  old) 
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What  are  the  benefits  for  team  members? 


Programs  that  use  peers  as  helpers  have  one  thing  in  common.  In  all 
cases,  team  members  themselves  benefit  immensely  from  their 
involvement  and  the  training  they  receive.  Benefits  include: 

■ self-awareness  and  self-esteem; 

■ additional  insights  about  themselves  as  helpers; 

■ valuable  skills  in  developing  positive  relationships  with  others; 

■ contributing  to  a positive  environment; 

■ improved  abilities  to  resolve  personal  concerns  accompanied  by 
knowledge  of  a broader  range  of  alternatives  from  which  to  work; 

■ greater  satisfaction  in  helping  others; 

■ a sense  of  belonging;  and 

■ experience  that  makes  a career  in  the  helping  professions  seem 
more  attractive  and  exciting. 

“Peer  Support  is  pretty  important  to  me.  In  school,  it  gives  me  support 
knowing  I can  talk  to  people  and  get  a positive  response.  ” 

(Marla,  18  years  old) 


The  benefits  for  the  organization  include: 

■ a positive  environment; 

n a source  of  support  for  peers  through  one-on-one  or  group 
activities; 

■ improved  morale  as  team  members,  peers  and  staff  are  brought 
together  to  work  on  common  concerns  and  projects; 

■ a link  to  adults,  school  and  resources  for  students  in  need;  and 

■ a group  of  people  ready  and  willing  to  carry  out  special  projects. 


What  are  the  benefits  for  the  community? 

Benefits  include: 

■ develops  responsible  citizenship  which  extends  into  the  larger 
community; 

■ provides  a channel  to  get  more  people  involved  in  assessing, 
identifying,  planning  and  evaluating  the  impact  on  community 
needs; 

■ develops  a way  to  get  information  out  in  a efficient,  cost-effective 
manner; 


■ provides  a built-in  leadership  program; 

■ provides  a focus  to  manage  community  concerns;  and 

■ reduces  the  likelihood  of  problems  such  as  substance  abuse,  family 
problems. 


“Peer  Support  is  really  helpful  to  have.  I use  it  outside  the  school  more.  I 
see  people  on  the  street  and  would  like  to  walk  up  to  them  when  1 see  a 
sad  face.  Peer  Support  helps  me  to  approach  anyone.  I’ve  been 
sensitized.  ” 

(Margo,  17  years  old) 


Some  benefits  to  the  facilitator  are: 

■ a channel  to  reach  more  people; 

■ a good  vehicle  to  get  information  out  in  a hurry,  circulate 
information  as  well  as  receive  information; 

■ "built-in"  leadership  program.  As  you  identify  and  work  with  peer 
leaders  you  are  providing  a valuable  resource  for  yourself  and  your 
community; 

■ gives  you  a useful  avenue  to  identify  and  manage  concerns  of  the 
peers  and  people  in  their  environment;  and 

■ provides  focus.  Peers  often  see  the  situation  in  a different  way  and 
can  provide  a variety  of  ways/ideas  on  how  to  manage  it. 


What  Is  Peer  Support  Today? 

Today  there  are  over  300  Peer  Support  Teams  in  Alberta.  There  are  also 
programs  in  post-secondary  institutions  (i.e.,  colleges  and  universities). 
At  each  level  and  in  each  context,  Peer  Support  Programs  face  different 
challenges  and  opportunities. 

Peer  Support  reaches  far  beyond  classroom  walls.  In  recent  years, 
community  groups  (such  as  the  Boys'  and  Girls'  Clubs  and  Parks  and 
Recreation)  have  been  keen  to  implement  Peer  Support  Programs  within 
the  context  and  mandate  of  their  services.  Groups  serving  special 
populations  (e.g.  youth  at  risk)  are  also  working  to  develop  strategies  to 
meet  the  special  needs  of  their  groups  using  the  Peer  Support  model. 
Health  care  agencies  and  companies  are  adapting  and  implementing 
Peer  Support  for  employees  within  their  work  forces.  Peer  Support  has 
also  been  integrated  into  the  service  delivery  model  of  a community 
group  serving  senior  citizens. 


Networks  of  Peer  Support  exist  throughout  Alberta  and  at  the  national 
and  international  levels.  Examples  include  Peer  Resources  in  the  private 
sector,  the  University  of  Victoria,  the  Peer  Facilitator  Quarterly 
Newsletter,  local  networks  in  Calgary,  Edmonton,  and  Red  Deer.  Local 
and  divisional  conferences  for  youth  in  Peer  Support  Programs  are 
organized  annually  or  biannually. 


The  opportunities  and  challenges  for  Peer  Support  Programs  are 
endless,  whether  in  the  education  system,  the  workplace,  or  in  the 
larger  community.  Peer  Support  develops  individuals  and  builds 
communities.  We  invite  you  and  your  group  to  become  involved,  face 
the  challenges,  and  become  a part  of  Peer  Support. 


“Jts  so  enjoyable  watching  people  grow  and  develop. 


(Sharon  Slaght,  facilitator) 
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Why  Is  AADAC  Involved  in  Peer  Support? 


One  of  AADAC's  prevention  goals  is  to  increase  youth  resilience.  An 
emerging  priority  of  our  alcohol  and  drug  prevention  program  is  to 
increase  protective  factors  and  reduce  risk  factors  that  contribute  to 
alcohol  and  drug  use  problems.  Peer  Support  is  one  way  for  individuals 
to  establish  close  bonds  with  others  to  build  protective  factors  or 
resiliency  against  harmful  situations.  Peer  Support  provides  meaningful 
opportunities  to  identify  issues,  share  responsibility  for  them,  make 
decisions  about  them,  and  come  up  with  solutions  to  those  problems. 

We  learned  that  for  teens,  as  well  as  for  other  groups,  their  experiences 
with  alcohol  and  other  drug  problems  are  related  to: 

■ how  committed  they  are  to  establishing  and  maintaining  a positive 
lifestyle  that  avoids  problems  with  alcohol  and  other  drugs; 

■ how  much  confidence  and  competence  they  have  to  manage  their 
lives  without  using  alcohol  and  other  drugs;  and 

■ how  accurately  they  understand  the  issues  related  to  problems  with 
alcohol  and  other  drugs. 

Peer  Support  provides  an  opportunity  to  address  these  factors.  Peers 
learn  by  getting  involved  and,  in  this  way,  gain  a sense  of  achievement. 
Peer  Support  Team  members  strengthen  their  self-image  and  develop 
useful,  critical  skills  that  are  essential  in  managing  their  lives. 

Without  these  skills  and  strategies  in  place,  teens  may  experience  four 
different  types  of  problems  with  alcohol  and  other  drugs: 

■ mishaps  and  accidents,  including  conflicts  with  family,  friends,  and 
authority,  as  well  as  physical  injury  (e.g.  car  and  motorcycle 
accidents); 

■ missed  opportunities  for  development/use  of  important  personal  and 
social  skills  as  a result  of  repeated  alcohol  and  drug  abuse; 

■ a pattern  of  dependence  on  alcohol  or  other  drugs  that  will  evolve 
into  an  addiction  problem  later  in  life;  and 

■ fully  developed  drug  dependence,  most  frequently  with  tobacco,  but 
also  with  alcohol,  street  drugs,  or  legal  drugs. 


Some  of  the  reasons  why  people  use  or  abuse  alcohol  and  other  drugs 
include: 


■ boredom;  ■ 

■ loneliness;  ■ 

■ peer  influence;  ■ 

■ a need  to  belong; 


a need  to  be  more  independent; 
a need  to  succeed  socially;  and 
a desire  to  have  fun. 


By  addressing  these  issues  (often  the  ones  identified  by  teens  who  use 
alcohol/drugs)  we  can  reduce  the  chances  of  teens  having  alcohol/drug 
problems.  Peer  Support  is  an  excellent  way  for  schools,  community 
groups,  and  AADAC  to  deal  with  these  issues  and  help  people  achieve  a 
positive  self-identity,  free  from  substance  abuse. 

Peer  Support  doesn't  stop  with  prevention,  though.  Many  cases  have 
been  cited  by  facilitators  of  Peer  Support  Programs  serving  as  links 
between  youth  and  adult  resources  in  early  intervention.  Through  Peer 
Support,  adults  have  become  aware  of  youth  who  are  having  problems 
and  have  been  able  to  intervene  meaningfully  and  constructively. 
Problems  may  not  only  concern  alcohol,  but  may  include  family 
difficulties,  other  forms  of  abuse  (e.g.  physical,  verbal,  emotional,  or 
sexual),  conflicts,  stress,  or  even  suicide.  Problems  often  occur  in  clusters 
and  working  through  them,  even  if  they  don't  involve  substance  abuse, 
can  help  reduce  the  chance  of  substance  abuse  occurring.  In  cases  where 
substance  abuse  is  a problem,  Peer  Support  may  be  the  link  between 
youth  and  treatment  programs. 

Peer  Support  can  also  exist  within  treatment  programs.  One  critical 
period  for  people  completing  treatment  is  the  transitional  phase  back 
into  their  own  living  environment  and  aftercare.  Peer  Support  can  play  a 
significant  part  in  helping  people  to  manage  the  transitional  phase  and  to 
meet  with  success  after  treatment. 

Across  the  spectrum  from  prevention  and  early  intervention  through 
treatment,  transition,  and  aftercare,  Peer  Support  helps  teens  to  develop 
the  confidence  and  skills  they  need  to  achieve  their  dreams  and 
ambitions. 

So,  why  is  AADAC  an  active  player  in  Peer  Support?  Because  Peer 
Support  affects  "...student  attitudes  and  social  skills,  school  behavior  and 
attendance,  academic  performance,  reading  level  improvement,  self- 
esteem in  at-risk  students,  and  anxiety  and  stress  reduction  during  life 
transition."1  Peer  Support  is  a vehicle  for  teachers,  students,  youth, 
community  people,  and  AADAC  to  exchange  information  and  work 
together  to  help  the  people  we  serve. 


1.  Kehayan,  V.A.  (1993,  December).  Peer  Helping:  A Powerful  Force.  The  Peer  Facilitator 
Quarterly,  11(2),  19-22. 
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So  You're  Interested  in  Starting  a Team! 

What's  Next? 


ef 


Check  out  the  following  resources: 

■ AADAC's  revised  manual  - Peer  Support:  A Facilitator's  Guide  to  Peer 
Led  Programming  (contents  summarized  below) 

- About  Peer  Support 

- Starting  a Peer  Support  Program 

- Recruiting  and  Selecting  Your  Peer  Support  Team 

- Planning  for  Action  with  the  Team  Members 

- Training  for  the  Team 

- Activities  and  the  Role  of  the  Team  Leader 

- For  Leaders  Only 

- Forms  (ready  to  copy  as  is  or  adapt  to  your  team) 

- Retreat  Materials 

- Appendices 

Appendix  A:  Differences  Between  Elementary,  Junior 
High  and  Senior  High  School  Programs 

Appendix  B:  Examples  of  Non-School-Based  Programs 

Appendix  C:  Peer  Support  Programs  for  At-risk  Youth 

Appendix  D:  Additional  Tidbits 


■ For  team  training,  check  AADAC's  training  manual,  Designing 
Interpersonal  Skills. 

u Check  out  other  resources.  AADAC's  Peer  Support  Resource 
Bibliography  lists  available  resources  found  to  be  helpful  by  Peer 
Support  facilitators  and  others  who  work  with  youth  or  groups. 


ef 


Seek  training  - your  AADAC  office  can  give  you  information  on 
upcoming  training  events  for  facilitators.  If  you  can  take  advantage  of 
this,  you'll  be  glad  you  did! 


ef  Seek  co-facilitation 

|pf  Connect  with  your  local  Peer  Support  Network 
gf  Work  through  the  planning  steps  on  the  next  pages 
Ef  Start  small  and  have  fun! 


step.. 


,step...step...step...  step...S  EPS... 


1.  Assess  if  There  Is  a Need  for  a Peer  Support 
Program 

Assess  both  the  need  for  a program  in  your 
community  and  the  feasibility  of  forming  a program. 


2.  Get  Ready 

■ Determine  your  own  level  of  committment  and  support  for  the 
program. 

■ Gather  resources:  read  up  on  Peer  Support,  visit  existing  teams, 
contact  local  Peer  networks  or  associations. 

■ Engage  in  appropriate  facilitator  training  opportunities. 


3.  Make  a Plan 

Lots  happens  during  this  big  step.  The  various  parts  of  planning  are  all 
interrelated  and  the  planning  process  often  involves  cycles  of  refinement. 
Keep  your  initial  plan  flexible  and  be  prepared  to  modify  it  as  you  receive 
more  information. 


4.  Get  the  Word  Out  and  Gain  Support 

Successful  programs  require  the  support  of  the  following  groups: 
administration,  staff,  target  group,  parents  (if  relevant)  and  community 
groups. 

If  you  haven't  already  done  so,  find  a co-facilitator  to  share 
responsibilities. 


...  in  Planning  and  Implementing  a Peer  Support  Program 


5.  Recruit  and  Establish  a Team 

There  are  many  ways  to  recruit  people  and  establish  a team.  Find  out 
which  methods  work  for  you. 


6. 


Plan  for  Action  With  the  Team 

This  step  is  key  to  ensure  that  the  program 
will  be  relevant  and  peer  driven. 


7.  Train  and  Practise  Skill  Building 


Training  should  meet  the  developmental  needs  of  your  members  in 
terms  of  their  age,  skill  levels,  and  the  activities  they  have  planned. 


8.  Start  Activities 

The  frequency  and  intensity  of  activities  increase  as  training  sessions 
decrease. 

Introduce  activities  early  in  the  term  to  keep  up  the  team's  interest. 


9.  Recognize  Members 

Take  opportunities  throughout  the  year  to  recognize  the  progress  being 
made  by  the  team. 


10.  Evaluate  and  Modify  Program  Plans 


Continuous  evaluation  makes  this  easy. 
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A Message  from  a Principal 


The  Peer  Support  Program  at  Central  Junior  High  has  been  a 
tremendous  benefit  to  our  school  in  general  and  to  our  students  in 
particular.  The  benefits  to  the  school  began  to  appear  very  quickly  after 
the  program  was  initiated.  The  most  obvious  benefit  was  an 
improvement  in  the  positive  attitudes  students  felt  towards  one  another 
and  towards  our  school.  Students  seemed  to  feel  an  ownership  of  their 
own  destiny  and  of  what  they  could  do  to  mould  or  shape  it.  Students 
were  willing  to  seek  advice  from  Peer  Support  students,  and  these 
student  leaders,  in  turn,  were  those  who  had  something  to  say.  As  a 
result,  students  became  interested  in  one  another's  problems,  and, 
consequently,  our  entire  school  benefited  in  terms  of  fewer  disciplinary 
problems  and  fewer  student  conflict  problems.  New  students  who 
transferred  into  our  school  were  noticeably  appreciative  of  the  support 
and  assistance  our  Peer  Support  Team  was  able  to  offer  and  sustain  from 
day  one  of  a new  student's  arrival.  Another  obvious  benefit  was  the 
leadership  growth  among  Peer  Support  Team  members.  Other  students 
looked  up  to  members  of  our  Peer  Support  Team  as  role  models. 
Fortunately  for  us,  our  team  members  were  all  positive  students  who 
helped  staff  generate  a positive  school  climate. 

Parents  of  Peer  Support  Team  members  noticed  a growth  in  human 
awareness  and  conscientiousness  among  their  sons  and  daughters. 
Parents  of  other  students  in  our  school  noticed  personal  growth  in  their 
own  children,  especially  in  communication  skills  (as  a result  of  the 
confidence  gained  from  discussing  concerns  with  their  peers).  Students 
also  gained  sufficient  motivation  from  Peer  Support  students  to  get 
further  counselling  on  their  own  initiative  from  our  school  counsellor.  In 
some  cases,  Peer  Support  students  themselves  made  referrals  to  the 
counsellor. 

My  observation  of  the  benefits  which  resulted  at  our  school  from  the  first 
years  of  operation  of  our  program  is  that  a school  has  everything  to  gain 
and  nothing  to  lose  by  investing  time  and  energy  in  young  people 
through  the  Peer  Support  Program. 


Alex  Dmetrichuk,  Principal 
Central  Junior  High  School,  Red  Deer,  Alberta 


The  above  message  was  an  unsolicited  letter  sent  to  AADAC  Red  Deer  in 
1986  when  Peer  Support  had  been  in  operation  for  five  years. 
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